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Language brokering is a common phenomenon among children of migrants, whereby the child mediates between a parent and a different language speaker. This paper uses data from a UK study to explore the retrospective childhood experiences of adults who grew up interpreting and translating for their parents. It examines the ways in which children perform as agents during language brokering, converting meanings in one language into meanings in another in order to achieve particular goals. The paper analyses ways in which adults report that they exercised this form of agency in childhood, and how they feel this impacted their adult identities. 

   





Migration is an ongoing feature of modern societies, with many migrants moving to places where they cannot speak the language. In the absence of professional language services, or sometimes due to financial or cultural reasons, migrants rely on the help of family members or members of their linguistic community who are more fluent in the language of the host country. It is also within this context that many children of migrants who either learn the language very quickly, or who were born in the host society, become interpreters and translators (language and cultural brokers) for their parents – who are often uncomfortable dealing with professional interpreters and translators (Antonini 2010; 2013; Hall and Sham 1998; Orellana 2009; Weisskirch and Alva 2002). In the main, the research available on language brokering indicates that sometimes the experience is enjoyable and facilitates a stronger parent-child bond (Chao 2006; Valdés et al. 2003; Orellana 2009; DeMent and Buriel 1999; Valenzuela 1999), while sometimes it is stressful and a burden (Hall and Sham, 1998; Weisskirch and Alva 2002; Wu and Kim 2009). Studies on the psychological and emotional outcomes are mixed, possibly because they reflect not just individual experience but the overall language brokering experiences within the family (Weisskirch 2010). Other studies report positive outcomes such as greater cognitive ability, greater academic performance and self-efficacy (Shannon 1990; Dorner et al. 2007; Buriel et al. 1998).  

There is also a strand of the literature that views language brokering as “abnormal” and as adult work, and which could negatively affect the normal development of the child and the dynamics of the parent-child relationship (Cohen et al. 1999; Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco 2001). The concern here regards the possibility that the activity could place the child or adolescent in a position of increased responsibility and decision-making authority which may, under certain circumstances, result in unhealthy role reversals, with parents becoming dependent on their children (Trickett et al. 2010: 93). This position is likened to the concept of “parentification” (Chamorro 2004; Peris et al. 2008) or “adultification” (Trickett and Jones 2007; see also Burton 2007; Jurkovic 1997; Minuchin et al. 1998), terms with their roots from clinical work with families, whereby the power dynamics shift within the family and the child assumes parental or adult caregiving responsibilities for siblings and/or parents.  

However, views are mixed with regard to the degree to which researchers view the activity as resulting in power shifts and role reversal (see for example Buriel et al. 1998; Tse 1995; Martinez et al. 2009; Weisskirch 2007). Other studies have cogently argued against role reversal in language and cultural brokering (Buriel et al. 1998; Orellana 2009; Trickett and Jones 2007). They argue instead, that the activity involves an “interdependent” relationship between the child broker and her/his parents, and may be compared with other normal activities in which children contribute to their families, such as household and other family chores (Dorner et al. 2008; Orellana 2009). 

The majority of the studies on language brokering have focused on children and adolescents. More recently, works have been done exploring the activity in young adulthood, again with mixed results (Bucaria and Rossato 2010; Esquivel 2012; Guske, Iris 2010; Weisskirch et al. 2011). Largely unexplored, however, is how adults narrate their retrospective experiences as child language brokers, and how their perspectives on their language brokering experience change as they grow from children into adults. Additionally, evidence concerning the link between language brokering and agency remain thin on the ground. The strategies children use in complex language brokering events suggest agency and activity on their part, as individuals who are creating particular roles and effecting desired outcomes, and not merely being passive in these situations (Bauer 2010; Hall and Guéry 2010; Shannon 1990). For example, during complex language brokering events such as the doctor’s office, government offices, banks, parent-teachers’ meetings, housing offices etc., the child as the mediator must have some understanding of the vocabulary and the message. She/he must then reformulate the message and judge her/his reformulation for accuracy before passing on the message (Hall and Guéry 2010: 34).   

As Hall (2004) observed from his study with ten-year-old language brokers within a simulation of a brokering event, for the children in the middle, “moving from one language to another … was a relatively minor part of the process; choosing what to say was a much more complex process than simply translating what had been said” (ibid: 294; see also Sánchez and Orellana 2006). Children do communicate the sense of the main message, but they are also responding to power relations, cultural differences, ages and experiences of other speakers, the number of speakers plus wider issues such as the degree of trust placed on them by the adults, and the immediate and long-term consequences of what is being brokered (Hall and Guéry 2010: 34). 

Very little is known, also about the covert censorship that children exercise while interpreting and translating (c.f. McQuillan and Tse 1995), nor how, and for what reasons they “paraphrase” (Orellana et al. 2003a) and manipulate the meanings they convey during mediation situations (Antonini 2013). Bauer (2010) has shown how during language brokering situations, when children paraphrase they are thinking through relationships and making independent decisions about how much information is necessary to give while still conveying the main message. Additionally, when they argue with their parents, they are learning from a very early age how to navigate and negotiate the dynamics of relationships and situations, and how to make independent decisions about what to say, and what is appropriate or not to convey in order to get the best results (Bauer 2010; Hall 2004; Shannon 1990). 


Agency: a theoretical framework for analysing child language brokering 

An important debate in sociological theory concerns the concept of agency (Goffman 1967; Bourdieu 1977; Giddens  1984) which has been associated with terms such as “selfhood, motivation, will, purposiveness, intentionality, choice, initiative, freedom, and creativity” (Emirbayer and Mische 1998: 962). However, Emirbayer and Mische’s conceptualization of agency appears most useful for analyzing the activities of child language brokers. The authors point out that although the various conceptions of the term all constitute significant dimensions of agency, none individually captures its full complexity. And by conflating one or the other with agency itself, the sense of the dynamic interplay among these dimensions, and how this interplay varies within different structural contexts of action is lost (Ibid 1998: 963). In their view, the key to understanding the dynamic possibilities of human agency is to view it as comprising variable and changing orientations within the flow of time. Only then will it be clear how the structural contexts of action are both dynamically sustained and also altered by actors who are capable of formulating projects for the future and realizing them, even if only partially, and with unforeseen outcomes in the present (Ibid 1998: 964). Thus, Emirbayer and Mische highlight the importance of temporality and contexts in the ways in which agency is achieved. For them, agency is understood as a temporal phenomenon which is achieved in active and non-static (or ever-changing) contexts. Thus, they suggest a definition of agency as, “a temporally constructed engagement by actors of different structural environments – the temporal-relational contexts of action – which, through the interplay of habit, imagination, and judgement, both reproduces and transforms those structures in interactive response to the problems posed by changing historical situations” (Emirbayer and Mische 1998: 970; see also Sewell 1992: 20-21). 

The authors distinguish between three elements of human agency: “iteration”, “projectivity” and “practical evaluation” to correspond with the different temporal orientations of agency.  The “iterational element” refers to forms of action that are more oriented toward “past patterns of thought and action, as routinely incorporated in practical activity, thereby giving stability and order to social universes and helping to sustain identities, interactions, and institutions over time” (Emirbayer and Mische 1998: 971). The “projective element” refers to forms of action that are more oriented toward the future “in which received structures of thought and action may be creatively reconfigured in relation to actors’ hopes, fears, and desires for the future” (ibid.). The “practical-evaluative element” refers to forms of action that are oriented toward the present, and “it entails the capacity of actors to make practical and normative judgments among alternative possible trajectories of action, in response to the emerging demands, dilemmas, and ambiguities of presently evolving situations” (ibid.). Finally, the authors argue that all three of these elements of human agency can be found in varying degrees within any situation. However, in any given case, one or the other of these elements could predominate, depending on whether the action is more (or less) engaged with the past, directed toward the future, or responsive to the present (ibid: 975-976). 

 Agency: achieved in the process of social interaction

While some theorists use an individualistic approach for understanding agency - that is, agency as being achieved by the individual (or the agent) alone (Levine 2005), others suggest that agency should not be understood as an individual’s capacity (or as a possession of the individual), but should instead be understood in terms of the individual in interaction with others (Biesta & Tedder 2006: 22-24; 18-19; Ardent’s 1977; Emirbayer & Mische’s 1998; Sewell 1992). Agency, therefore, may be seen as both individual and collective, for it entails the ability of the individual to coordinate her/his actions with others and against others, to form collective tasks, to persuade, to coerce, and  monitor the effects of  one’s own and others’ activities simultaneously (Sewell 1992: 21). This point is very much in line with Emirbayer and Mische (1998) who view agency as something that is achieved in the process of social interaction, through the interplay of habit, imagination, and judgement (Ibid. 1998: 970). Biesta & Tedder (2006) frame agency in transactional terms. This transactional approach for understanding agency implies that “both actor and environment are affected by the ‘engagement’” (ibid: 18). Therefore, the achievement of agency is contingent upon others and how others respond in different situational contexts. Biesta & Tedder refer to this approach as an “ecological understanding of agency”, one which always encompasses “actors-in-transaction-with-context”, and “actors acting by-means-of-an-environment rather than simply in an environment” (ibid.: 18). Furthermore, this transactional/ecological approach makes it possible to understand fluctuations in individual’s agency overtime and in different situations. Therefore a person may be agentic in one situation but not in another, depending on the particular transaction. Also, in some cases the achievement of agency requires more effort from the individual than in other cases, depending on the availability of resources (Biesta & Tedder 2006: 18-19; Sewell 1992: 20-21).






This study was part of a programme of work entitled “Transforming Experiences: Re-conceptualising identities and ‘non-normative’ childhoods”​[1]​, and was concerned with the ways in which adults from different family backgrounds negotiate their identities as they re-evaluate their earlier experiences. A main objective was to understand the factors that produce adult citizens who lead “normal” lives, and who could be considered “unremarkable” in not requiring social work intervention despite having childhood experiences that do not fit conventional or “normative” patterns. This paper focuses on the family experiences of adults, most of whom were born in the UK or who came to the UK as very small children and grew up as language brokers, interpreting and translating for their migrant parents.  

Forty qualitative, in-depth interviews were conducted with twenty three females and seventeen males from diverse ethnic backgrounds, and from varied educational and occupational backgrounds. The individuals in the sample experienced language brokering between English and fifteen other languages: Arabic, Bengali, Cantonese, Croatian, Greek, Gujarati, Italian, Mandarin, Punjabi, Sign language (not ASL or BSL, but self-constructed), Somali, Spanish, Swedish, Turkish and Urdu. Additionally, one participant language brokered from Arabic (Syrian) to Swedish. The age at which the participants reported that they began interpreting and translating ranged from 5 to 13 years, and many continue to do so for their parents and other family members. Their mean age at the time they were interviewed was thirty-three years old. Once the individual interviews were completed, participants were invited to three focus group sessions consisting of 5 to 7 participants each. The individual interviews and the discussions from these group sessions were recorded, transcribed, and fed into the overall analysis. In the extracts presented below, participants are given pseudonyms when their individual interviews are quoted, but in the focus group discussions, “Woman” and “Man” are used.


Language brokers as Agents 

From the perspective of agency as something achieved in social interaction (Biesta & Tedder 2006; Sewell 1992), and through the interplay of habit, imagination, and judgement (Emirbayer and Mische 1998), it could be argued that when children perform as language and cultural brokers, their strategies for negotiating and managing in complex mediating situations  demonstrate agency and activity on their part. Within these contexts they use different linguistic and social approaches to create particular versions of what is being said, while also making independent decisions about how much information to give, and in most cases, conveying the correct message in order to achieve the required goals (Bauer 2010).  Moreover, as social agents, their activities result in solutions/outcomes that benefit themselves, their parents and their communities. What follows is an illustration of two modes (though not exclusive/limited) by which they exercise agency: 1) by manipulating the information they interpret and translate and 2) by censoring (leaving out/omitting) information.  

Manipulating information during mediation

Participants in this study spoke about the different ways by which they manipulated information in language brokering situations, conveying messages without repeating things word for word. Orellana and her colleagues (2003a) suggest that in language brokering situations people “para-phrase” or put things in their own words using the cultural tools (words, values and symbols) available to them to achieve social goals. Participants in this study mentioned that they paraphrased as well. For example, in one of our focus groups this man said: 

A lot of time you have to paraphrase definitely.  You couldn’t say everything really … I don’t think you could half the time … Well I couldn’t... [interpret] everything the doctor said or the teachers said or the person on the news … At the age of like 6 or 7 it is practically impossible. I think, most of the time [it’s impossible].

But some of the more common words they used are phrases such as “summarise it” “giving the gist of things”, “do a picture”, “story telling”, “I make it my way”, “say that differently”, “go around it”, “dilute the language”, “tone down the”. Jack, a Croatian man,  for example said, “I would have probably toned it down a bit, but certainly the message would have been there”. Ruby, a Somali woman, speaking about a typical language brokering situation with her mother, said:

I just think, ‘Okay, get a gist of what this person is saying, and tell it to her in a line or two’.  That’s it, simple. Cos if you’re going into [details], you’ll be there the whole day trying to find [the right words] and ... so you just kind of think okay, what is the overall… the main point, and extract that and then tell her.

Others spoke of the difficulty they experienced in understanding technical terms (or “big 
words” as some put it) from the third person, and how they “broke down” the 
information to tell their parents. They often did the same when they were required to 






When translating documents for their parents, participants said they used a similar approach to that used when interpreting. Phrases such as “editing”, “diluting” the information and “giving the gist” are again phrases they mentioned when translating documents such as school reports, medical reports and prescriptions, household bills, bank statements and legal documents, to describe what they did to translate the main message. Asad, a Somali man who language brokered for his mother, said that it was very difficult for him to translate documents “word for word”, but it wasn’t too difficult to translate the message. In translating letters to his mother he said:

I don’t think I’ve ever translated anything precisely, but I think my mum’s always understood because every letter has a moral to the story, and as long as I …articulate the moral correctly, that’s the most important thing. And I think I always do that rather adequately (Asad).

When writing letters for her mother, Tilly, a Moroccan woman would “big up” the letter to “make it nice” and correct her mother’s grammar in an effort to make her appear intelligent.  However, according to her, “I always kept the meaning because I guess you learn, you’re just a messenger”. Furthermore, translating the correct message was crucial in Tilly’s case, because her mother required her to read back what she wrote, and would be “angry” if she detected that she had written something different.  

Editing 
When people spoke of “editing” information, it was often in relation to their school reports, and especially if their marks were unsatisfactory. Maria, a Greek woman who language brokered for her parents, recalled that as a young student she changed her grades, and she   believed that she wasn’t alone in editing her school report: 

I mean we all did that, we all edited information. All the reports we got back, we all edit the reports … And they wouldn’t know. Or we would alter the marks and there would be a comment with it. But they don’t know that. They can’t read the comment to say that doesn’t match the mark… We were all a bit naughty.

For Winsome, who interpreted and translated for her deaf-mute mother, translation was very challenging. Because Winsome’s mother never learnt any spoken or written language, she doesn’t have the range of vocabulary that is available to a speaker. Consequently, Winsome found some things more straight-forward and easy to translate, or as she put it, “just more black and white”. However, more complex documents required more creativity on her part.  She said: 





For some participants, language brokering was not simply about paraphrasing, toning down or giving the gist of things while conveying the main message, but it was also about leaving out certain questions and omitting certain information. In other words, they used their own judgement to decide what information was important or appropriate to pass on to their parents or the third party, and censored what they felt was not. Winsome for example said that when her mother asked inappropriate questions, she gave her a “little look” which meant, “you can’t ask that”, and explained to her mother afterwards why she handled the situation in that manner.   

Parent-teacher evening was a typical situation where people reported that they censored information. Sonita, a Bangladashi woman, said: “When the teacher used to say bad things about me I never used to mention it – you don’t say everything to your mum if it’s something bad or you think it’s going to worry her, you just keep it inside”. Ahmed, a Somali, said that he was normally a good student and a “good” interpreter who conveyed the correct message.  However, in his mid teens he experienced a “horrible stage” when he received some “bad reports”. At parent-teacher evening the teacher complained to his mother, but instead of interpreting the teachers concerns, he explained to his mother that the teacher was “a bad teacher and nobody liked her”. Some people reported that they misinformed their parents about their school grades. Hasni, a Moroccan woman, recalled incidents as a young girl when she “lied” to her mother about her grades. At other times she simply kept her grades hidden.  

Some mentioned that they refused to translate information which they felt were irrelevant, or 
unimportant, because they thought their parents wouldn’t understand the legal or formal 
language, but also because they wanted to finish the task as quickly as possible. As a 
teenager, Adan, a Somali, experienced frequent episodes with his mother in the doctor’s 
office where he felt it necessary to censor information. He recalled that for four years he 
avoided telling his mother about the smear test recommended by her doctor. When he finally
told her a “diluted version” of what the doctor actually said, she refused to comply, on the 
grounds that the doctor was implying that she was “unclean”. She explicitly asked Adan to 
convey her refusal to the doctor, but instead, he told the doctor that she did not feel 
comfortable having the test at that moment, but might think of doing it another time.  

Disagreements during language brokering 

Sometimes during language brokering situations, disagreements occur between parents and the third party, and the child in the middle is the person who is responsible for interpreting their parents’ anger and frustration. Participants said that they managed in these situations by “toning down” their parents’ actual words (and sometimes their messages), left out parts of their messages, avoided asking certain questions or simply refused to interpret, which sometimes resulted in arguments between parent and child. Both Maria (Greek) and Costas 
(Moroccan man) spoke of refusing to interpret their fathers’ “angry” and “inappropriate” messages. Adan (Somali) mentioned that along with interpreting and expressing his mother’s happiness, he was also expected to express “her anger and her frustration” to convey what was actually a “boiling point”. In situations when his mother felt that she was being treated unfairly, she shouted at him, expecting him to shout at the other person. However, according to Adan, “I couldn’t do it, but I tried to find words that were suitable without being chucked out the office”. Essentially, in order to manage a disagreement, Adan would “gauge the situation” by deciding what was important to convey, and delivering “toned down” versions of his mother’s story to the interlocutor.

What the above illustrations show is that when children manipulate and censor information in language brokering situations, they are making independent decisions as social agents, in situations where they are using their imagination and judgement about how much information to give while still, in most cases, conveying the correct message in order to achieve the required goals (Bauer 2010; 2012; Tse 1995). In situations where disagreements occur, when they manipulate, censor information and challenge their parents on issues they disagree with, they are acting as “vocal agents” (Nsamenang 2008) who are developing their own voices and their own points of view. 


Why manipulate and censor 

Lack of vocabulary, knowledge, understanding and too much information 

Participants mentioned various reasons for manipulating and censoring information. I 
have already mentioned some such as lack of vocabulary, both for them and for their parents 
– particularly in more complex situations such as when dealing with medical, legal and 
administrative matters. A typical example comes from Ruby (Somali) who said that in certain 
language brokering situations, the vocabulary used by the third person did not exist in her 
mother tongue. Therefore, she found ways to simplify the message by giving “the gist” of the
information. Others mentioned that they manipulated information simply because they 
lacked the knowledge or understanding of what they were being asked to interpret and 
translate. Winsome sometimes found it challenging to interpret her deaf-mute 
mother’s informal “miming” and signing, therefore she became very creative in 
reconstructing her mother’s messages. Another reason people gave for manipulating and 
censoring information was that there was too much information to pass on word for word.  
Therefore, as Laris, a Bengali woman, said in parent-teacher evenings when her teacher gave 
a long Speech about her performance, she would listen, “break it down” and decide what was 
important to tell her mother. She told her mother, “The teacher says I’m good”, because according to her:

My parents wouldn’t want to hear every detail, they just want to know if you’re 
good in class, if you listen to the teachers and  if you do your homework. That’s the 
main thing they want to know, and if your grade is average. They don’t want to
know how you’re getting along with other kids, and… things like that…
It’s not really that important.

Ahmed also left out what he felt was “unnecessary information” because he believed that
some of the issues he was asked to interpret “were not that serious”.  

These are some typical examples of how people explained their reasons for manipulating
and censoring information during language brokering situations. However, there are other 
common examples, and some of which as we will see, had lasting consequences for the 
parents, as well as for the children. 

Frustration, embarrassment and fear of reprimand  

Frustration and embarrassment were also key themes that the informants mentioned in their effort to manage the shift between being a child and taking on responsibilities in language brokering activities, including mediating parents’ unhappiness and distress. They often manipulated and censored information because they wanted to avoid these emotions.  Participants spoke of the frustration they experienced not only for themselves, but also of their perceived sense of frustration for their parents and the interlocutor, when they could not understand and interpret clearly what either was trying to convey. In these situations, they evaluated and recast the messages from all parties, while ensuring that the main messages were communicated.  

Feelings of embarrassment were common in situations such as parent-teacher’s evenings when the child was the focus of the conversation. Here participants reported that they manipulated and censored information, and sometimes “lied”, when the teacher’s report was less than positive. They also spoke of being embarrassed in situations when they felt that some of the information their parents required them to interpret were inappropriate, or in situations where they couldn’t interpret their parent’s messages, due to their lack of vocabulary for English translations from their mother tongue.  

However, some of the most embarrassing situations they mentioned were at the doctor’s office where as children, they were mediating about very personal issues that children their age would not normally have knowledge about. Afreen, a Punjabi woman, for example spoke of interpreting for her aunt at the GP’s and explaining the different types of contraception to her. Because Afreen was not yet aware of these matters, and the topic for her was a cultural taboo, she found this experience very embarrassing for her as well as for her aunt.  Interpreting at the doctor’s was embarrassing for most, and was particularly embarrassing for boys who interpreted for their mothers. Matt, an Italian man, for example found interpreting his mother’s symptoms to the doctor both embarrassing for himself and for his mother, and frustrating for the doctor whom he perceived had difficulty understanding. We met also Adan earlier who was too embarrassed to tell his mother that the doctor recommended a smear test for her.  

Some participants changed and censored information in language brokering situations out of fear of being reprimanded by their parents. They did this mostly with regard to school behaviour and reports. Maria and Costas recalled being “smacked”, “yelled at” and “scolded” in front of their teachers at parent-teachers’ evenings. As a result, they either “diluted”, “toned down” the message, left out certain information or “lied” in order to appear as though they were doing well in school (Bauer 2012). Others spoke of changing the grades on their school reports out of fear of being reprimanded by their parents for unsatisfactory grades. 

Protecting parents from stress and worry, and from discrimination

Participants also spoke of altering and censoring information in language brokering situations in an effort to protect their parents from stress and worry. Sonita and Pavna, Bangali women,  deemed that their parents were coping with other more serious responsibilities at home, therefore, at parent-teacher’s evening, they tried to shield them from extra worries by interpreting misinformation from the teacher to their parents about unsatisfactory behaviour and academic performance. Maria also spoke of being “selective” in conveying and withholding information from her father regarding his imminent death from cancer in an effort to protect him from additional stress and worry.  

Others spoke of shielding their parents from discrimination in situations where they perceived class differences between their parents and the third person. The migrant status and lack of formal education of Maria’s Greek family placed them in a lower class position in her community where she often felt “slightly inferior”. Consequently, in mediation sessions she often rephrased her parents’ words in a manner that made them appear “tactful and diplomatic”. We saw earlier how Tilly rephrased her mother’s letters so they appear “more diplomatic” and “intelligent” because according to her, “I was trying to protect my mum. I don’t want anybody to think poorly of her”. 

In situations where disagreements arose during mediation, people spoke of “gauging”, “toning down” the language or refusing to interpret their parents’ messages, in order to protect their parents’ reputation and bring calm to otherwise tense situations. Mustafa, a man whose father often asked him to interpret his angry and inflammatory message, would tell his father, “Well dad you can’t really say that you know. No, I don’t want to say that!” 

I have shown that when children interpret and translate for their parents they are acting as agents to bring about the best results for themselves and for their parents. However, as we shall see, the particular ways in which they interpret and translate are sometimes constrained by their lack of knowledge of certain things, and by what is required in specific situations and contexts, resulting in creative misrepresentations which can have implications for themselves and for their parents.  


Consequences resulting from children’s manipulation and censoring during language brokering

Emirbayer and Mische (1998) contend that the achievement of agency depends upon the 
interplay between individuals and structure, and how others in different situational contexts 
respond to the individual. Here the authors highlight the significance of the impact of 
situational contexts on action. Moreover, when actors are positioned in more temporally and 
relationally complex settings, they may need to develop the capacity for inventive and 
deliberative intervention (ibid.: 1008). Citing Sahlins, Giddens and Sewell, the authors point 
out that interventions of actors do not always have the desired effects, and may result in 
unintended consequences of action (ibid. 1008). However, “by subjecting their own agentic
 orientations to imaginative recomposition and critical judgment, actors can loosen 
themselves from past patterns of interaction and reframe their relationships to existing
 constraints” (Emirbayer and Mische (1998: 1010).

The judgement that children make and the usual strategies they use in mediation situations are sometimes constrained by their lack of knowledge of certain technical terms, and by what is required in specific situations and contexts, and this sometimes have unintended consequences for themselves, for their parents and also for the third person in that particular situation. Moreover, as we’ve seen above, their agency may sometimes be constrained because it’s often performed out of frustration, embarrassment and fear. Participants in this study were often very much aware of the constraints which they encountered in language 
brokering situations. They spoke of the varying degrees to which they manipulated and censored information as being contingent upon particular brokering contexts. For example, in complex medical, legal, administrative and financial situations, they sometimes felt constrained by their limited vocabulary and lack of knowledge of technical terms and legal procedure, which for some, resulted in lasting consequences for them and their parents.  

People spoke of the level of responsibility which they felt as language brokers from an early age, and the frustration and anxiety associated with the activity. This is so, partly because they were aware of the consequences that their interpreting and translating could have for themselves and for their parents if messages were interpreted incoherently or incorrectly.  Jack, a Croatian man, said, “At times it could be an overwhelming responsibility and I was afraid to translate incorrectly”. Consequently, throughout Jack’s childhood and early adulthood, he became a “worrier”, an identity he attributed to his language brokering experiences in complex situations. Winsome, who was the daughter of a deaf-mute mother,  still harbours a sense of having failed her mother by not being able to interpret everything precisely. Alessandra, an Italian woman, described her childhood language brokering experiences as “filled with fear”. In particular, she recalled the experience of filling out her father’s work time sheets as “terrifying” and “emotionally heavy” because she worried he would be underpaid had she filled them out incorrectly. Although in retrospect Alessandra felt her overall experience as a child language broker was “very positive”, she nonetheless carries a tremendous amount of empathy for what she feels is a “huge responsibility” placed on children who interpret and translate for their parents.    

From a few accounts, manipulating and censoring information could and did have negative consequences for some parents. Billy, a Chinese man, spoke of how his limited knowledge  of banking and mortgages resulted in his father choosing the wrong accounts, and holding a mortgage years beyond the time that it could have otherwise been paid off, had his father used a professional interpreter who could have interpreted precisely what the options were.  Matt, an Italian man, spoke of the serious consequences for his parents of his misinterpretation, while language brokering in medical situations:  

The actual experience of the interpreting was very difficult. There were obviously a huge number of words… a lot of detail that you could just never be right about, a level of precision from both languages. I remember feeling inadequate both in relation to the Italian and the English because clearly their expression of symptoms and gradations of pain… There’s a level of detail and precision that actually helps a doctor to make a diagnosis, which you can’t do very well. So clearly it’s frustrating for the doctor.  

Matt felt that due to his inadequate interpreting, his mother was misdiagnosed and given the wrong prescription for 35 years which created long-term complications to her health.  


Benefits of language brokering 





Benefits for the child

With regard to benefits for the child, people spoke about feeling a sense of “freedom” and “power” from an early age, in situations where they were able to “control the flow of the conversations” and make independent decisions about what to say and how much information was necessary to give while still conveying the main message. Hence, it might be argued that they were learning how to negotiate from an early age, and this is about agency. Asad, a Somali man, articulated this point very well when he described the situation at his parent-teacher evening:

I was the mediator between my parents and my teacher, so I had a level of power within that mediation for me to either have the conversation going my way or against me… I was doing well in school anyway, it’s just I was a bit naughty here and there and the teacher was mentioning that. I didn’t mention it to my parents… I didn’t think the teacher was… clever enough to know that when you’re mediating through a child, and you’re saying bad things about that child, that child may not articulate it the same way you’re saying... So the child does wield a lot of power in that sense and I feel I did… You don’t only become a sort of translator, you also become a negotiator… on behalf of your parents. And you kinda take the whole situation into your hands and deal with it. I remember doing it on a number of occasions, which concluded with my mother getting what she wanted. But I’ve also noticed that I’m not only um, a translator, I’m like a partner in negotiating whatever my mum wants. 

Billy said he made banking decisions on his parents’ behalf that weren’t necessarily what they wanted, but he did so in order to avoid embarrassment and arguments in mediating situations: 

I suddenly assumed I was making all the decisions. Yeah it kind of got to the point where I didn’t really ask them what we should do next, I just did… what I thought at the time was a good decision. So I, I just kind of took charge to an extent and just said yes we’ll have this, this and this. And if my parents went, ‘Oh no we didn’t ask for that’, I’m like, ‘shshsh we’ll deal with it later’, cos I didn’t really want another scene. It’s so embarrassing. You’re embarrassed with your parents at that age anyway. So for them to just, at the top of their voices, just go, crazy, you do anything to avoid that. So there was me making decisions that weren’t necessarily what they wanted, but it was close enough.

Thus, it might also be said that the child is learning from an early age how to become an active citizen. Bauer (2010) has shown how children’s mediating activities and their strategies for managing in language brokering situations such as in the doctor’s office, at parent-teachers’ meetings, banks, housing offices etc., “suggest agency and activity on their part, as individuals who are creating particular roles, and effecting desired outcomes as active citizens, and not merely being passive in these situations” (ibid: 142).” Additionally, when they argue with their parents in language brokering situations, they are challenging issues they disagree with, and this is also about citizenship: being actively engaged in society.  

Children’s early experiences as language brokers have emotional and psychological implications on their development, and help to shape their identities over time. Although some individuals might have found their earlier experiences burdensome, stressful, a duty, an obligation and responsibility, over time their views changed as they became aware of the benefits such as “intellect”, “maturity”, “self-confidence”, and the close parent-child bonds that resulted from their experiences. Effectively, these experiences all contributed in shaping the identities they constructed, not only in terms of their own subject positions, but also their positions in relation to others (Bauer 2012). As Ruby, a Somali woman observed, the experience of language brokering is “more than something that you do… it was something personal as well… something that has deep emotional and psychological implications on one’s development”. Asad believes that being “a seven or eight year old kid with that amount of power is pretty good for your own physical well-being”. He believes that his mediating activities helped to shape him as an “ethical” and “honest” individual.  Adan linked his early acceptance of his sexuality [homosexuality] to his role as a language broker, which he feels gave him a certain level of “intellect”, “control”, “power” and confidence from a young age.  

Benefits for parents 

Children’s language brokering activities also have benefits for their parents. Some participants spoke of the activity as one in which they “gave voice” to their parents who were not able to express themselves, or lacked the linguistic tools to do so. Effectively, they are acting as agents in helping their families in terms of settlement and mobility in the new country.

When children mediate for their parents they are also providing them with integrity 
and dignity. Although many parents are given the option to use professional interpreters, 
some refuse to do so because they feel less comfortable mediating through strangers about
private and personal issues than they do through their children. Moreover, in some
communities, because there are limits to the number of people who are able to interpret in a
particular language, the parent becomes suspicious that the interpreter might be someone they 
know, and therefore do not want to expose their personal business.     






Viewed from the perspective of agency as both individual and as collective (Sewell 1992), and as something achieved in the process of social interaction (Biesta & Tedder 2006; Emirbayer and Mische 1998), this paper has shown how in their activities as language brokers, the innovative strategies which children use for managing in various mediating situations demonstrate agency on their part. In their effort to accomplish the social goals required in language brokering situations, they paraphrase, or put things in their own words to convey clarity in the closest ways possible. When they manipulate and censor information during complex situations, they are making independent decisions based on their own judgement and imagination about the content and the quality of information to pass on that will bring about the best results. Thus, they create particular versions of the conversations, while getting the main issues across to effect the required goals.  

The outcome is not always achieved in the smoothest manner or with the best desired result, because the child may feel frustrated, inhibited or embarrassed by what she/he is required to interpret, and sometimes by her/his lack of knowledge and understanding of technical terms.  However, despite these limitations, on the whole, they manage fairly well by using their repertoire of linguistic resources to achieve the goals required in these particular situations.  Thus, although there may sometimes be consequences to the activity – for example in more complex situations such as legal and medical matters - what these accounts illustrate is the tremendous potential, and the cognitive and practical capabilities of child language brokers who are learning from an early age, how to use their imagination and judgment to negotiate collectively in complex situations. This is about agency, about performing as social agents in everyday life, and how in their activities they make significant contributions to their family functioning and sustainability.   

Moreover, their activities have implications for themselves and for their families in the present as well as for the future. As Hall and Guéry (2010) point out, although children are popularly seen as economic liability within families, in many households their activities make significant contribution to the economy of their families. But because “work” is conventionally defined in terms of adult wage-earning, the work carried out by children within families become “invisible”. However, if we consider children’s work as activities that contribute to the administrative, social and financial well-being of a family, then while unwaged, such work can make an important economic contribution to family life (Hall and Guéry (2010: 37-38). And child language brokering clearly demonstrates this.    
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